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Social media and web 2.0 tools offer opportunities to devise novel participation strategies 
that can engage previously difficult to reach as well as new segments of society in urban 
planning. This paper examines participatory planning in the four local government areas of 
Brisbane City Council, Gold Coast City Council, Redland City Council, and Toowoomba 
Regional Council, all situated in South East Queensland, Australia. The paper discusses how 
social media and web 2.0 tools can deliver a more engaging planning experience to citizens, 
and investigates local government’s current use and receptiveness to social media tools for 
plan making and community engagement. The study’s research informed the development of 
criteria to assess the level of participation reached through the current use of social media 
and web 2.0 in the four local government areas. This resulted in an adaptation of the 
International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) Toolbox to integrate these new tools 
which is being presented to encourage further discussion and evaluation by planning 
professionals. 
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South East Queensland (SEQ) is the fastest growing metropolitan region in Australia, its 
population is expected to grow from 3.1 million to 4.4 million people by 2030 (Bell 2010). The 
SEQ region comprises of 11 city and regional local government areas (LGAs) and includes a 
diverse land use pattern, featuring coastal, urban and rural living (DLGP 2011). In light of 
these developments the SEQ region is experiencing rapid population growth, demand for 
housing stock and pressure on current infrastructure. As a result of this, each LGA is 
expected to accommodate population growth through infill and greenfield developments as 
outlined in the SEQ Regional Plan 2009-2031 (SEQRP). The Sustainable Planning Act 2009 
(QLD) stipulates that LGAs are required to undertake public consultation as part of the plan 
making process. 
LGAs undertake planning to guide the development of communities with the intention to 
ensure areas retain their unique character and qualities. On the one hand, LGAs in Australia 
and around the world often struggle to achieve socially sustainable neighbourhoods in urban 
environments, due to a lack of integration between councils and the public for plan making, 
limited public participation options, and inadequate representation of age groups in the 
participation process (Sarkissian et al. 2009). 
On the other hand, “Information and Communications Technology has contributed to the 
globalisation of cities and facilitated increased contacts between places and people at both 
global and local levels” (Foth et al. 2009, p. 3). In order to address the constraints of public 
participation, this paper reports on the findings of a research study into the prospect of 
augmenting public participation in LGAs, thereby capturing a wider audience of participants 
through the use of social media and web 2.0 applications. The specific focus of this study 
was to examine these new techniques as a way to supplement traditional methods of public 
participation with a general preference for participants attending an organised consultation 
event. Furthermore, the research explored how public participation can be more engaging for 
broader cross sections of society through the adoption of digital tools. The study was guided 
by the overall research question: 
What new opportunities are being afforded by social media and web 2.0 applications for 
enhancing public participation in planning? 
Four LGAs situated in SEQ formed the case studies for this research project: Brisbane City 
Council (BCC), Gold Coast City Council (GCCC), Redland City Council (RCC), and the 
Toowoomba Regional Council (TRC). Empirical data was collected and analysed through 
key informant interviews with professional representatives from each LGA. One key aim of 
this study was to produce an adaptation of the International Association of Public 
Participation (IAP2) Toolbox to reflect the opportunities of social media and web 2.0 
applications for community engagement in planning. 
The paper starts off by providing a review of the overall rationale for participation in planning 
and the opportunities and affordances available through the use of social media and web 2.0. 
This is complemented by recent Australian based statistics on usage and uptake. After 
outlining the criteria for the selection of the four case studies and presenting contextual data 
about each area, the research findings derived from the empirical data gathering are being 
discussed. The analysis of this data informs the presentation of the adapted IAP2 Toolbox at 
the end of the paper. 
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LGAs undertake planning to guide the development of communities within their municipality. 
This is generally done with the intention to ensure each area retains their unique character 
and qualities. State and Territory governments throughout Australia legislate the need to 
include a formal public consultation process when creating plans that affect communities. In 
Queensland, the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (QLD) stipulates that local governments are 
required to carry out public consultation as part of the process of creating a community, local, 
structure, or master plan. New South Wales has a similar system under the Environmental 
Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW). Additionally, Gordon & Schirra (2011) discuss 
urban planning in the United States, where public participation in most community planning 
decisions is not only encouraged but also legislated at a federal level. 
Gordon & Manosevitch (2010) introduce the concept of augmented deliberation as a design 
solution to address challenges where public participation is complicated by external factors. 
Augmented deliberation is intended to address a myriad of social challenges, including 
language barriers, demographic variations, and professional discourse. The intention is to 
enhance public deliberation by incorporating appropriate technologies, for example, 
combining traditional planning practice and public deliberation into a virtual environment 
(Gordon & Manosevitch 2009). Bittle et al. (2009) point out the strong correlation between 
online engagement and immediate public realms, such as, neighbourhoods and local 
communities. The authors further describe, “online engagement and participation has 
matured and produced a wide variety of methods and projects.” Additionally, these online 
tools allow citizens to set priorities, generate bi-partisan buy-in, offer a hybrid digital and 
face-to-face engagement approach, help experts and citizens to collaborate, and foster local 
problem solving (Bittle et al. 2009, p. 4). Evans-Cowley and Hollander (2010) reflect on 
research undertaken in the area of online citizen participation, where it is highlighted that the 
collection of ICT tools enhance the public participation experience. The authors explain, “in 
some communities, there is a growing expectation on the part of citizens that there will be 
online participation opportunities” (p. 399). 
Social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter), and online communication channels such as chat and 
blogging, provide platforms for people to stay in touch, be connected with current events in 
real-time, and interact with a diverse group of people both globally and locally. The ‘web 2.0’ 
trend has brought about a significant shift towards more participatory qualities of the web as 
it encourages ordinary users to foster their knowledge and help collective intelligence to 
develop (Kolbitsch & Maurer 2006). Furthermore, social media has grown beyond the purely 
‘social’ realm and is now increasingly used to also cause real impact in terms of community 
activism, civic engagement, cultural citizenship, and user-led innovation (Foth et al. 2011). 
Bittle et al. (2009) discuss how social media contributes to e-democracy. During the period 
when the Obama administration in the United States was in transition between the election in 
November 2008 and inauguration in January 2009, the new team experimented with a range 
of online tools. This was to engage citizens in a participatory policy making process through 
a website that featured storytelling, weekly questions and video messages. The most 
interesting feature that the website produced was the ability for members of the public to log 
into the website, comment on policy announcements and rate the ideas of others. This 
approach encouraged public participation and allowed members of the public to be involved 
in policies and decisions that affect them. 
Looking at the uptake of social media in Australia, the statistics in Table 1 show social media 
user rates in Australia (Cowling 2012): 
Table 1: Social Media User Rates in Australia 
Social Network Platform  Number of Users  
1. Facebook 
2. YouTube 
3. BlogSpot 
4. LinkedIn 
5. Twitter 
6. WordPress.com 
7. Tumblr 
11.0 Million  
11.0 Million 
4.0 Million  
2.2 Million  
1.8 Million  
1.6 Million 
1.2 Million  
Source: Cowling 2012  
 
Sperti (2011) identifies that the majority of people who use Facebook in Australia fall into the 
20 – 29 year old category (35%). Allen (2010) points out that Twitter’s audience levels grew 
globally by more than 400% in 2009. Demographics globally show 39% of Twitter users are 
aged between 18 – 35 years. She further acknowledges that Twitter accounts in Australia lag 
behind Facebook, however, there has been a steady increase with Twitter now in fifth 
position according to Cowling (2012). 
Smart phone ownership is becoming increasingly popular, with sales making up more than 
half of all mobile phone sales sold throughout the world (Lee 2011). According to Lee (2011), 
Australia has the highest level of smart phone penetration in the world, with 49% of 
individuals owning a smart phone. 
It is evident that a variety of demographics are increasingly using social media and smart 
phones as a primary source of communication in society. In line with the findings of the 
present study, Wallin et al. (2010), Schroeter and Houghton (2011), and Williamson and 
Parolin (2012) have identified a range of significant opportunities for local governments to 
employ digital tools with a view to enhance public participation in planning. The integration of 
successful, current planning practices with online and digital tools can help to increase 
accessibility for people who are unable or unwilling to attend conventional public participation 
sessions. 
However, before we delve into the case study research and analysis, a couple of provisos 
are useful. The debate around the merits and challenges of allowing for genuine public 
participation in planning processes is not new, and has certainly not commenced with the 
proliferation of web 2.0, but rather, much earlier. We acknowledge planners such as Forester 
(1988; 1999), Healey (2006) and others who have long advocated for a participatory or 
collaborative planning paradigm. A significant aspect of the rationale for this view is the call 
for a more emancipatory approach that – grounded in conflict theory (Habermas, 1984) – 
seeks to counterbalance some of the pitfalls of representative democracy with elements of a 
participatory democracy approach. Calhoun et al. (2007) see a disfranchisement of citizens 
occurring as a result of public organisations and institutions such as lobby groups and 
political parties becoming more rationalised (p. 353). Planners have adopted to operate 
within these traditional, representative governance structures that tend to be hierarchical and 
one way – similar to the way that the previous internet experience was described as web 1.0. 
Participation and engagement mechanisms that use social media and web 2.0 operate 
differently in that they favour a communicative structure that is based on dialogue, 
relationships and peer to peer network interaction. However, the difference between 
representative and true participatory approaches to planning can cause tensions in that it 
may be seen as a threat to the role of elected representatives. As a result, the full potential of 
using social media and web 2.0 is often purposefully reduced to a top-down information 
dissemination channel, and thus, tokenism by paying lip service in an attempt to appeal to 
younger, more tech-savvy generations of citizens who are underrepresented in traditional 
consultations (Schroeter & Houghton 2011). 
The continuing significance of place, location and physical face-to-face interaction in times of 
digital innovations has been confirmed by many commentators (Gordon & de Souza e Silva 
2011; Foth et al. 2011, Walmsley 2000). In this paper, we argue for a complementary 
approach that continues to value the existing items in the IAP2 Toolbox, but we also suggest 
that it will be valuable for future-proofing the practice of professional planners to consider 
expanding the Toolbox by adding supplementary consultation, participation, and engagement 
strategies based on social media and web 2.0. These digital tools are not supposed to 
replace, but – quite the opposite – increase and enhance face-to-face participation and 
engagement and reach out to audiences that have hitherto been challenging to engage. 
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This study collected qualitative data through interviews with key informants from four case 
study areas. The selection of key informants was based on their professional associations to 
public participation practices and public discourse to planning. Key informant interviews were 
conducted with both urban planners and communications professionals. Table 2 identifies 
the case study number and professional representative within each LGA selected for the 
purpose of this research. 
Table 2: Case Studies 
Case Study LGA Key Informant 
1 Brisbane City Council  Urban Planner & Communications Professional  
2 Gold Coast City Council Urban Planner 
3 Redland City Council Communications Professional  
4 Toowoomba Regional Council  Communications Professional  
 
The case study selection process took into consideration: 
• Varied demographics in each LGA; 
• LGAs that had recently or were preparing to undertake a formal plan making process 
(e.g. neighbourhood, master, or community planning, or creating a new planning 
scheme); 
• LGAs located in areas that ranged from coastal to inland centres; 
• LGAs ranging from high growth urban centres to moderate growth urban and rural 
residential; and 
• Access to professional contacts for key informant interviews (obtained through 
professional association by the research supervisor and primary researcher). 
Table 3: Case Study Selection. Data source: ABS 2006, SEQRP 2009 
Case Study Population SEQ Dwelling 
Targets 
(2009 to 2031) 
Description  
1: Brisbane City Council 1,007,000 156,000 - Capital city location 
- Largest LGA in Australia 
- High growth area  
- Demand for future housing and 
infrastructure  
 
2: Gold Coast City 
Council 
530,000 143,000 - Coastal city location  
- High growth urban community  
- Demand for future housing and 
infrastructure  
 
3: Redland City Council  143,000 21,000 - Coastal, urban and rural living  
- Moderate growth community  
 
4: Toowoomba Regional 
Council  
163,000 31,000 - Inland location  
- Service centre for the Western 
Downs  
- Moderate growth community 
 
 
Figure 1: Case Study Areas. Source: Adapted from Discover Brisbane 2011 
Case Study 
Areas 
 
1: BCC 
2: GCCC 
3: RCC 
4: TRC 
 
2 
  3 
The four case study areas are situated in South East Queensland (SEQ), and each have 
their own unique and distinct characteristics, which offer a variety of lifestyle choices and 
employment opportunities. The current population in SEQ is approximately 3.1 million people 
and is predicted to reach 4.4 million by 2030 (Bell 2010). Each case study area is 
experiencing rapid population growth, demand for housing stock, and pressure on current 
infrastructure. 
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Brisbane is the capital of the State of Queensland and the largest LGA within Australia. It is 
best known for its relaxed lifestyle and diverse communities (having an explicit goal to be a 
‘liveable city’), and has approximately 1,007,000 residents within the LGA (BCC 2008, ABS 
2006) (Table 3). According to the SEQRP 2009-2031, Brisbane requires an additional 
156,000 dwellings to accommodate population growth (SEQRP 2009). 
The Gold Coast is a high growth urban community best known for its coastal strip and tourist 
attractions. Compared to Brisbane, the Gold Coast has approximately 530,000 residents 
within the LGA (ABS 2006), and requires an additional 143,000 dwellings to accommodate 
population growth (SEQRP 2009). 
Redland is a moderate growth area that incorporates coastal, rural and urban living and is 
best known for its islands in Morten Bay, protected bushland areas, green spaces and 
parklands (RCC 2010). Redland has approximately 143,000 residents within the LGA, and 
compared to Brisbane and Gold Coast, only requires an additional 21,000 dwellings to 
accommodate projected population growth (ABS 2006, SEQRP 2009). 
The Toowoomba region is an urbanised service centre for the rural Darling Downs and south 
western communities. In 2008, the Toowoomba, Cambooya, Clifton, Crows Nest, Jondaryan, 
Millmerran, Pittsworth and Rosalie councils were amalgamated to form the Toowoomba 
Regional Council. Toowoomba has approximately 163,000 residents in the LGA, and 
requires 31,000 additional dwellings to accommodate population growth (of Toowoomba City 
only) (SEQRP 2009). 
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The study looked at the number of households with internet access in each case study area 
and the current subscribers to Facebook and Twitter pages provided by the four LGAs. This 
gave an indication of the potential ‘reach’ of social media and web 2.0 in the case study 
communities. Table 4 shows each LGA’s internet connection and current Facebook and 
Twitter subscribers. The BCC has the largest amount of households that have internet 
connection at 243,588 (31% of the total population), followed by the GCCC at 112,557 (29% 
of total population). These two LGAs have larger numbers of residents, therefore, it is 
anticipated that internet connection numbers would naturally be higher. Following that, the 
RCC had internet connections at 30,204 and the TRC at 26,767. Both of these LGAs have 
urban and rural parts of their region. It should be noted that the TRC has a larger proportion 
of rural and rural residential living and is therefore more likely to have limited access to 
internet services.  
The Facebook and Twitter data (Table 4) is for people subscribed to the LGAs’ current 
accounts. The BCC and the TRC have the highest amount of Facebook subscribers with the 
BCC at 13,853 and the TRC at 1,213. The RCC had 947 Facebook subscribers followed by 
the GCCC at 569. Twitter subscribers in the BCC were 11,453 and 975 in the TRC. The RCC 
had 628 and the GCCC at 291. Considering the TRC has a lower population and smaller 
amount of household internet connections compared to all the LGAs, it is evident that 
residents in the TRC are more receptive to using social media to keep up to date with their 
LGA. Additionally, residents of the GCCC had the lowest amount of subscriptions to the 
Facebook and Twitter pages of this LGA. The lack of interest from GCCC residents could be 
contributed by the shortage of information provided on these pages, poor advertising or 
simply a lack of enthusiasm from the GCCC to use social media as a communication tool. 
Table 4: Internet connection and existing Facebook, Twitter subscribers to LGAs 
LGA Internet 
Connection 
Facebook Twitter 
BCC 243,588 13,853 11,453 
GCCC 112,557 569 291 
RCC 30,204 947 628 
TRC 26,767 1,213 975 
Source: ABS 2006, and LGAs’ social media presence 2011 
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Key informants were asked if their organisations currently use social media and web 2.0 for 
public participation. 
	
The key informants at the BCC advised that the organisation has used social media for 
public participation (see, for example, Schroeter & Houghton 2011, Schroeter 2012). The 
LGA has also used Facebook and Twitter to advise the public when events are being held 
and to provide information on formal periods to respond to a plan. Additionally, social media 
has been used to direct people to the BCC website for further information on plans. The key 
informants provided an example of social media use for an information session regarding a 
neighbourhood plan. Twitter was used to notify the community of the Indooroopilly Centre 
Neighbourhood Plan information session. Immediately following the tweet, the BCC 
experienced an increase in calls from people wanting to register to attend the information 
session. The tweet was used as a pilot to see how people would respond to social media as 
a tool for invites to public events. The key informant stated, “social media allows you the 
channel of discussion, it would be a good way to capture some information.” 
Furthermore, the key informants advised the use of web 2.0 applications for public 
participation. The BCC developed a CityCat ferry tour to coincide with urban renewal projects 
undertaken along the river. The public can scan a QR barcode (Figure 2) with their 
smartphone, which provides information on the tour and the option to download a podcast 
that provides commentary during the CityCat trip. Additionally, the BCC is using the smart 
phone application Foursquare (Figure 3) to alert users to the fact that neighbourhood 
planning is happening in a location close to them. The key informants discussed that these 
tools would be used to raise awareness in neighbourhoods and direct people to the BCC 
website for further information.  
A subsequent question directed to the key informants asked if the BCC tracked its Facebook 
and Twitter users to investigate what other avenues social media was used for. The key 
informants advised that the BCC has begun tracking users, and this will further develop as 
social media is used within the organisation.  
 
Figure 2: QR Code 
 
Figure 3: Foursquare smart phone app 
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The key informant from the GCCC advised that the organisation does have a Facebook and 
Twitter page, however, they are currently not used for public participation: “We haven’t used 
social media to publicly notify or advertise amendments to local area plans and master plan 
projects.” At the time of this interview, the key informant advised that the only online 
presence the GCCC had for information relating to public participation was on the GCCC 
website. However, additional research for the purpose of this study has discovered that on 6 
October 2011, the GCCC used Twitter to obtain feedback on a proposed green bridge as 
shown in Figure 4. This appears to be the first time the GCCC used this medium for public 
engagement. Limited use of social media as a tool for public participation may be attributed 
to the minimal number of users subscribed to the GCCC Facebook and Twitter pages.  
 
Figure 4: GCCC Twitter Use 
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The key informant from the RCC advised that the organisation uses social media and web 
2.0 for public participation for the LGA. Additionally, during the creation of the Redlands 2030 
Community Plan the RCC employed a variety of social media and web 2.0 applications as 
part of the public participation process. Facebook and Twitter pages were both used to 
inform residents of public participation activities and provided reference to additional 
information on the RCC website. The RCC has more than one Facebook page. The primary 
Facebook page (with corporate logo) is used as a formal tool to inform the community on a 
variety of activities, including plan making. The RCC also has a dedicated Facebook page for 
environmental strategies and polices called “Pan Da Koala.” The key informant advised that 
the dedicated Facebook page for environmental matters has successfully ignited active 
participation from the community and provided positive feedback. The “Pan Da Koala” 
Facebook page has approximately 13,700 users, which is much higher than the primary 
Facebook page of 947 users. 
Furthermore, the key informant advised the use of the following web 2.0 applications for the 
creation of the Redlands 2030 Community Plan: 
• Online surveys; 
• Online forums both closed and open; 
• E-Bulletins that flag different engagement activities; and  
• Redlands Pulse – Online community panel.  
The key informant stated, “we are implementing a two way approach to public participation.” 
Feedback received during and after the public participation process for the Redlands 2030 
Community Plan indicated that the integration of online and physical participation methods 
provided a variety of options for RCC community members to be involved in the plan making 
process.  

The key informant from the TRC advised that the organisation employs limited use of social 
media for public participation. “It’s only used for information and is not designed to be a 
customer service mechanism.” However, it was acknowledged that the public were using 
Facebook to communicate community issues and concerns. Users who post comments on 
the Facebook page were responded to and advised to contact the TRC call centre. 
Furthermore, the key informant discussed the implementation of a blog that was created for 
the new TRC Planning Scheme. Feedback received from the Development Industry and 
Community Reference Groups asked why social media was not used for public participation. 
Additionally, professional bodies had also commented on the TRC’s limited social media use. 
The key informant stated, “Council is in two minds about using this kind of technology.” In 
response to these concerns raised, the TRC decided to create a blog dedicated to the new 
TRC Planning Scheme. Additional research into the blog for the purpose of this study has 
identified that only one post has been made as shown in Figure 5. Therefore, the 
implementation of this blog has not successfully provided public participation outside of the 
physical sphere for the community of the TRC. 
 
Figure 5: Toowoomba Regional Council Blog 
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Key informants were asked if social media and web 2.0 could enhance the public 
participation process and capture a wider audience of participants. 

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The key informants from the BCC described social media and web 2.0 as communication 
tools that are used to provide communication messages. “In theory, social media provides a 
really good avenue to have a discussion about the things that we need to discuss and to 
grasp how the community is feeling about certain concepts.” The key informant discussed 
the use of social media during the Queensland floods in January 2011. “Since the floods, 
where social media was obviously used very extensively by Brisbane City Council, and very 
successfully, there has been a little bit more acceptance to use social media as a channel.” 
The key informants advised that the organisation is assessing their position on the use of 
social media not just for land use planning but also as communication tools for a range of 
community matters. However, a key concern raised from within the organisation are the 
political implications social media could have. Therefore, their use as a collaborative tool is 
tied up in the political sphere, and their use for planning is a contentious issue involving 
stringent approval processes when releasing information to the public. 
The key informants discussed how social media and web 2.0 could be used in public 
participation. It was described that these tools would only be used as broadcast media, for 
example, directing questions to the public regarding feedback on the “Likes and don’t likes” 
of an area as opposed to obtaining feedback on policies or planning proposals. The key 
informants did recognise that social media and web 2.0 could be used to raise awareness for 
planning and could create a participatory dialogue online to capture people who would not 
ordinarily attend traditional public participation activities. However, it was stated, “Tools don’t 
change cultures as they will be integrated into the existing culture of the organisation.” 
The key informants discussed the problem of engaging with people between 18 – 45 years 
old in neighbourhood planning. “Younger people don’t really connect with traditional forms of 
participation.” The key informants advised that people aged between 18 – 45 years old are 
either too busy with work or family commitments, are transient, or simply cannot envisage the 
future of their neighbourhood. However the key informants did state, “Using social media and 
adopting new forms of engagement may capture a new audience.” 
The key informants agreed that social media and web 2.0 could be useful tools for enhancing 
public participation for planning, however, they do not envisage their use as an involvement 
tool but more of a communications tool to “inform” the public only. 
	
The key informant from the GCCC acknowledged that social media and web 2.0 could inform 
a wider audience regarding public participation activities. “More opportunities to create 
community participation are better.” The key informant advised that people who are apathetic 
to local issues are more likely to seek out public participation activities. The key informant 
discussed the following limitations of using these tools:  
• Viewing formal documentation through social media and web 2.0 would be difficult; 
• Older demographics unable to navigate technology; and 
• Minority groups could railroad these spheres with negative opinions and agendas. 
However, the key informant did recognise that social media and web 2.0 could increase 
physical attendance to public participation activities and would be effective tools to keep the 
community involved. Similar to case study one, the key informant from GCCC suggested that 
social media and web 2.0 only be used as a communications tool to “inform” the public rather 
than a collaborative tool for people to comment and provide recommendations on policies 
and planning decisions. The key informant advised that the use of social media and web 2.0 
beyond “informing” could have negative implications outside the political control of the 
organisation. 

The key informant from the RCC discussed the use of social media and web 2.0 in public 
participation as “a tool to encourage a two-way conversation between council and the 
community.” The RCC already use a variety of online tools, including social media and web 
2.0 to engage a mixture of demographics. The key informant recommended the following 
points for the use of these new tools as techniques for public participation:  
• The organisation needs to constantly look at internal process; 
• Identify user groups; 
• The organisation needs to be focused and aware of what people in the community are 
talking about through these media; 
• Social media cannot be passive; 
• The integration of these tools needs to look outside of the written form and incorporate 
photos, rich media, such as video streams, photo competitions, and art-based 
engagement; and 
• Listen to what people are saying in other areas (subscribing to social media used by 
other organisations and community groups). 
Furthermore, the key informant identified a similar issue to the BCC where the younger 
demographics of the community are currently not actively involved in public participation 
activities. Additionally, RCC is concerned about the limited participation by the indigenous 
community. The key informant advised that the RCC encourages the use of new tools such 
as social media and web 2.0. “Online tools are intended to bridge the social divide, enhance 
public participation in the Redlands community and provide a variety of options.” Compared 
to the BCC and GCCC, the RCC has considerably less corporate structure to navigate, 
which has enabled the successful implementation of social media and web 2.0 for 
collaborative plan making. 





The key informant from the TRC discussed the importance of adopting alternative methods 
for public participation. “The world has changed and people are more open to using new 
forms of technology to communicate in a variety of social settings.” Toowoomba currently 
has limited social media use. However, the key informant advised that more people are 
directed to the TRC website from Facebook, instead of going directly to the website itself. It 
was stated, “there is a need to make more information available and digestible for the 
community and social media has the ability to do that.” The key informant discussed the 
potential advantages for the TRC if social media and web 2.0 were adopted as tools for 
public participation:  
• The organisation would be seen as innovative;  
• Using social media means you are on top of people’s radar; and  
• Reaching out to a diversity of people through a variety of channels. 
Furthermore, the key informant highlighted the importance of maintaining privacy and 
confidentiality whilst using social media and web 2.0. It was noted that the publicly available 
data on social media and web 2.0 has a culture of being scrutinised. It was identified that the 
TRC would need to consider the following points: 
• Social media training and effective leadership; 
• Encouraging community members of all demographics to access social media and web 
2.0 applications; and  
• Access issues from work places – websites to be unblocked. 
The key informant stated, “in order to keep engaging people in an evolving world, I think 
social media needs to be implemented as a public participation tool in the Toowoomba 
region.” 

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The key informants from the BCC defined social media and web 2.0 as communication tools 
that are best used to “inform” the public. The key concern raised during the interview was the 
reluctance to use these tools for participation due to the potential political implications. If 
these tools were integrated as additional techniques for plan making, they would only be 
used as broadcast media to obtain feedback on the local “likes and don’t likes.” The key 
informants from the BCC did acknowledge that social media and web 2.0 could be used to 
raise awareness of planning processes and projects. However, they do not anticipate their 
use as a participatory tool in the foreseeable future, but more as a mechanism to “inform” the 
public. Though BCC did not envisage social media to involve the public in plan making, the 
literature does indicate the potential of these technologies to engage the community 
particularly in the early stages of plan making (Kolbitsch & Maurer 2006, Bittle et al. 2009, 
Townsend & Tully 2004, Foth et al. 2009). 
Both the BCC and RCC identify that engaging with people between 18 – 45 years old is an 
issue for public participation. Facebook has approximately 11 million subscribers in Australia, 
which equates to 61 percent of the 18 – 45 years age bracket. We identified higher 
percentages of people in this age bracket throughout all of the case study areas. Therefore, 
using Facebook as an example, there are significant opportunities to engage with younger 
people. 
The GCCC acknowledged that social media and web 2.0 could engage a wider audience for 
public participation in plan making. However, the key informant did advise that people who 
are sympathetic to local issues and are already informed are more likely to seek out public 
participation activities – both traditional channels or online. It was identified in this case study 
that social media could increase physical attendance to public participation and would be 
effective tools to keep the community involved. Similar to the BCC, GCCC is reluctant to 
integrate social media as a tool for public participation and suggested that it would be better 
used as a communication mechanism. Furthermore, the key informant from GCCC advised 
that these tools have the potential to obtain public feedback, however, there is a reluctance 
to employ these tools for public comment on planning policies and proposed developments.  
The RCC employs a variety of online tools for public participation in plan making. The 
successful integration of these tools as additional techniques for public participation indicates 
that the RCC are willing to explore alternative methods to coincide with traditional practices. 
As identified in the literature, social media and web 2.0 provide platforms for people to stay in 
touch, be connected in real-time with current events and allows interactions that are not 
always possible in the physical sphere (Foth et al. 2009). Due to their lightweight corporate 
structure, RCC may have the greatest potential of the four case study areas to utilise social 
media for augmenting public participation in planning. 
The TRC acknowledged the importance of adopting digital methods for public participation. 
The key informant from the TRC stated that social media has the ability to make planning 
information accessible and digestible for the public. The primary concerns raised from the 
key informant were privacy and confidentiality issues associated with social media. It was 
discussed, however, that the TRC would be seen as innovative, engaging people through a 
variety of channels and “keeping on top of people’s radar.” Compared to BCC and GCCC, 
the TRC did not identify any political concerns with using social media as a participatory tool. 
However, due to the amalgamation of eight LGAs, there has been a slow cultural change 
with the implementation of new tools and techniques for public participation. The key 
informant from the TRC was receptive to the possibility of future opportunities social media 
and web 2.0 could provide to public participation in plan making for the Toowoomba region. 
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The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) was founded in the United States 
in 1990 to protect the integrity of public participation processes. The IAP2 framework was 
designed for people who advocate for, implement, and/or participate in public decision-
making processes. 
Based on the study’s findings, the IAP2 Public Participation Toolbox was adapted to include 
social media and web 2.0. Table 5 illustrates the IAP2 Toolbox which includes the existing 
technique of websites and now incorporates the new techniques of social media and web 2.0 
and mobile technology. The adapted toolbox outlines techniques to share information, 
provides an explanation of its use, and details what can go right and wrong. The website 
technique already exists in the current IAP2 Toolbox. 
Table 5: IAP2 Public Participation Toolbox Adaptation 
Techniques To Share Information 
Technique 
 
Think It Through  What Can Go Right What Can Go Wrong  
Websites    
LGA and community 
interest group 
websites provide 
information and links 
to planning policy and 
development 
proposals 
LGA home page 
should have clear link 
to planning policy and 
development and 
infrastructure projects 
 
Use headings, 
bulleted and 
numbered lists to 
steer user 
Provides information that 
is accessible anywhere at 
any time  
 
Environmentally 
conscious i.e. saves on 
printing and mailing costs 
Users do not have 
access to internet 
connection or unable 
to operate computers  
Social Media     
Social media tools 
such as Facebook, 
Twitter and YouTube 
enable users to 
subscribe to LGAs for 
updates on local 
communities, planning 
policy, and 
Identify and 
understand your 
audience, in particular 
the demographic 
categories 
 
Create posts to 
Enables interaction 
outside of a physical 
sphere  
 
Minority views are 
honoured  
Technology failure  
 
Internet hacking and 
spamming  
 
Members of the public 
infrastructure projects generate user 
feedback and enable 
virtual interaction on 
policy and planning 
outcomes 
 
Provides a timeline of 
information  
unfamiliar with these 
tools  
 
Web 2.0 and Mobile Technology 
Web 2.0 (e.g. Skype, 
video conferencing, 
YouTube) and 
Smartphone 
applications provide 
access to internet via 
mobile phones that 
enable users to 
download apps to 
follow LGAs and 
access LGA websites.  
Identify and 
understand your 
audience, in particular 
the demographic 
categories 
 
Create user friendly 
apps to encourage 
participation  
Enables virtual interaction 
with members of the 
public  
 
Areas of 
agreement/disagreement 
easily portrayed  
 
Responses are private  
Poor mobile phone 
coverage and no 
access to WiFi 
 
Members of the public 
do not have 
smartphones 
 
Technology failure  
Source: Adapted from IAP2 2006 
	
This paper examined some early examples of how local governments of South East 
Queensland have enhanced the public participation in local planning processes by the use of 
social media and web 2.0 applications. The specific focus of this study was to favour neither 
traditional nor digital methods of public participation, but instead present them as a hybrid 
approach that is supplementary and complementary to each other. 
We acknowledge two key limitations with this study. First, due to feasibility and scoping 
requirements, the sample is limited to the selected local governments of South East 
Queensland, and within each, we opted to collect data from specific key informants only, as 
well as digital resources available for public view. It would be useful to follow up with an 
additional sample that provides the view of citizens participating (or opting to not participate) 
in planning consultation and engagement sessions in those LGAs. Second, South East 
Queensland is certainly not representational of all of Queensland or all of Australia. Another 
useful follow-up study might juxtapose the generally urban view of this study’s sample with a 
more regional and rural view involving city and shire councils of regional and remote 
Queensland. A comparison might help shed light on the question whether the benefits of a 
social media and web 2.0 approach diminish or not when dealing with regional communities 
where the younger demographic is underrepresented in the population. The following 
conclusions and recommendations have to be appreciated in the context of these limitations. 
Nonetheless, there is a growing expectation within society that online participation 
opportunities are provided for neighbourhoods and local communities to enable a variety of 
participation options (Bittle et al. 2009, Evans-Cowley & Hollander 2010). Allowing public 
participation to take place alongside traditional physical settings and incorporating digital 
tools to engage people is likely to:  
• Capture a wider audience by including people who are unable to attend physically; 
• Attract younger participants;  
• Give community members who are ordinarily reluctant to contribute in traditional settings 
the opportunity of participating in their own environment, in their own time, with face-to-
face encounters being optional rather than required;  
• Reduce the reliance on physical resources so the public participation process is not as 
labour intensive, and planners and communication professionals can monitor 
participation progress online. 
Local governments have significant opportunities to combine traditional and digital public 
participation practices with new techniques afforded by social media and web 2.0 to provide 
communities a wider variety of options. If managed and funded correctly within a well 
resourced and considered engagement strategy framework, the use of social media and web 
2.0 in local governments can:  
• Avoid political backlash; 
• Provide communities the ability to be actively involved in the planning process; and  
• Create avenues for participation that complement existing participatory planning 
processes. 
The key recommendation formulated from this research is that the adapted IAP2 Toolbox be 
further evaluated and refined by planners and local governments to enable social media and 
web 2.0 to augment public participation in planning. 
By demonstrating the opportunities afforded by social media, this study also aimed at 
providing future incentives for local governments and facilitators of public participation to 
investigate new technologies and assess their potential contribution to better planning. 
Additionally, we encourage fellow planners to use and further adapt the IAP2 Toolbox with a 
view to assess new technologies and their viability for improving the effectiveness and 
impact of public participation programs. 

	

The authors would like to thank all study participants who kindly agreed to be interviewed. 
Special thanks to Laurel Johnson, Associate Lecturer in Planning at the University of 
Queensland, for the tremendous support and valuable feedback throughout the supervision 
of Joel’s Honours study. 

Allen, H., 2010. Australian Twitter Statistics 2010 [Online]. Available from: 
http://heidiallen.id.au/2010/07/australian-twitter-stats-2010/ [Accessed 17 June 2012]. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006. Census Data [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.censusdata.abs.gov.au [Accessed 10 September 2011]. 
BCC, 2008. Brisbane City Council Corporate Plan 2008-12 – 2010 Update. Brisbane: 
Brisbane City Council. 
Bell, M., 2010. Capping Population Growth in South East Queensland: Unachievable, 
Impractical and Unrealistic [Online]. University of Queensland. Available from: 
http://www.uq.edu.au/news/?article=20893 [Accessed 30 September 2011]. 
Bittle, S., Haller, C., & Kadlec, A., 2009. Promising Practices in Online Engagement. New 
York: Center for Advances in Public Engagement (CAPE), Public Agenda. 
Cowling, D., 2012. Social Media Statistics Australia 2011 [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.socialmedianews.com.au/social-media-statistics-australia-may-2012/ [Accessed 
17 June 2012]. 
DLGP, 2011. South East Queensland [Online]. Brisbane: Department of Local Government 
and Planning. Available from: http://www.dlgp.qld.gov.au [Accessed 22 October 2011]. 
Evans-Cowley, J. & Hollander, J., 2010. The New Generation of Public Participation: 
Internet-based Participation Tools. Planning Practice & Research, 25(3), 397-408. 
Foth, M., Bajracharya, B., Brown, R., & Hearn, G. (2009). The Second Life of Urban 
Planning? Using Neogeography Tools for Community Engagement. Journal of Location 
Based Services, 3(2), 97-117. 
Foth, M., Forlano, L., Satchell, C., & Gibbs, M. (Eds.), 2011. From Social Butterfly to 
Engaged Citizen: Urban Informatics, Social Media, Ubiquitous Computing, and Mobile 
Technology to Support Citizen Engagement. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
Forester, J. (1988). Planning in the Face of Power. Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press. 
Forester, J. (1999). The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging Participatory Planning 
Processes. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
Gordon, E. & Manosevitch, E., 2010. Augmented Deliberation: Merging Physical and Virtual 
Interaction to Engage Communities in Urban Planning. New Media & Society, 13(1), 75-95. 
Gordon, E. & Schirra, S., 2011. Playing with Empathy: Digital Role-Playing Games in Public 
Meetings. In Proceedings of the 5th International Conference on Communities and 
Technologies (C&T ‘11). New York: ACM, 179-185. 
Gordon, E., & de Souza e Silva, A. (2011). Net Locality: Why Location Matters in a 
Networked World. Chichester, UK: Wiley-Blackwell. 
Habermas, J. (1984). The Theory of Communicative Action. Boston: Beacon Press. 
Healey, P. (2006). Collaborative Planning: Shaping Places in Fragmented Societies (2nd 
ed.). Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan. 
IAP2, 2006. IAP2s Public Participation Toolbox [Online]. International Association for Public 
Participation. Available from: http://www.iap2.org/ [Accessed 6 June 2011]. 
Kolbitsch, J. & Maurer, H., 2006. Transformation of the Web: How Emerging Communities 
Shape the Information we Consume. Journal of Universal Computer Science, 12(2), 187-
213. 
Lee, M., 2011. Android Winning Mobile OS War in Australia [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.zdnet.com.au/android-winning-mobile-os-war-in-australia-339320723.htm 
[Accessed 23 September 2011]. 
Sarkissian, W., Hofer, N., Shore, Y., Vajda, S., & Wilkinson, C., 2009. Kitchen Table 
Sustainability: Practical Recipes for Community Engagement with Sustainability. London: 
Earthscan. 
Schroeter, R. & Houghton, K., 2011. Neo-planning: location-based social media to engage 
Australia’s new digital locals. Australian Planner, 48(3), pp. 191-202. 
Schroeter, R., 2012. Engaging new digital locals with interactive urban screens to 
collaboratively improve the city. In Proceedings of the ACM 2012 Conference on Computer 
Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW ‘12). New York: ACM, 227-236. 
Sperti, T., 2011. Latest Digital Statistics Compilation Australia [Online]. Digital Marketing Lab. 
Available from: http://digitalmarketinglab.com.au/index.php/2011/01/18/latest-digital-
statistics-compilation-australia/ [Accessed 6 June 2011]. 
Townsend, A. & Tully, J., 2004. Public Participation in the Revised Planning System. Report 
for the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. Stockton-on-Tees, UK: ICRRDS, University of 
Durham. 
Walmsley, D. J. (2000). Community, Place and Cyberspace. Australian Geographer, 31(1), 
5-19.  
Wallin, S., Horelli, L., & Saad-Sulonen, J. (Eds.), 2010. Digital Tools in Participatory 
Planning. Espoo, Finland: Centre for Urban and Regional Studies, Aalto University. 
Williamson, W., & Parolin, B., 2012. Review of Web-Based Communications for Town 
Planning in Local Government. Journal of Urban Technology, 19(1), 43-63. 
